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4
TRES HERMANAS

(THREE SISTERS)
A Model of Relational Achievement

Aı́da Hurtado, Marı́a A. Hurtado, and Arcelia L. Hurtado

We are three hermanas (sisters). As the oldest, I am respectively 11

years and 18 older than my two younger sisters. We grew up in
three cities—Tampico and Reynosa in Tamaulipas, Mexico, and

McAllen in southern Texas—it seems that everything in our lives happens in
trilogies.

Although we had a typical Mexican upbringing, my family is only nomi-
nally Catholic. We are one of many transnational families that are currently
causing the furor among anti-immigrant activists. Like other immigrant fam-
ilies, our parents crossed the border into the United States primarily to pro-
vide their children with educational opportunities that were not available in
Mexico. Our family moved from the hustle and bustle of Tampico, one of
Mexico’s most beautiful (at least in our eyes) cities, to the dusty, provincial,
and backward (again, in our eyes) border town of Reynosa. The three sisters
lived for various amounts of time in Tampico, Reynosa, and McAllen before
our sojourn into higher education and, ultimately, into our respective and
very different professions. So las tres hermanitas (not to be confused with the
children’s story of the three little pigs [also, three siblings], although like all
good mexicanas, we tend toward the chunky side) tell their stories and reflect
on why we chose careers for the public good.
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40 DOING THE PUBLIC GOOD

From left to right, Arcelia, Aı́da, and Marı́a Hurtado

Hermana Número Uno: Aı́da,1 aka Chata, Chatosqui-
Zabludovsky,2 Fill in the Blank

I was número uno in the family in several respects: the first granddaughter of
the eldest and most-favored daughter on my mother’s side and the first child

1 I am the namesake of my mother’s middle sister, who was named after the ‘‘Triumphant March of
Aı́da,’’ a piece from Verdi’s opera of the same name. While my family did not listen to opera, the ‘‘Trium-
phant March’’ is played to introduce young women turning 15 into society during the Mexican celebra-
tion called quinceañera. Most Mexican families are very familiar with this majestic piece of music.

2 This nickname is based on the rhyming of my nickname and Jacobo Zabludovsky’s last name. Jacobo
Zabludovsky was a famous television and newspaper journalist in Mexico during the 1970s and 1980s.
His television programs were similar to the U.S. programs 60 Minutes and Larry King Live. Zabludovsky
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TRES HERMANAS 41

of the most loving father any baby girl could possibly have. My special status
was sanctified on my maternal grandfather’s 1954 truck, which he christened
La Chata in honor of my cherubic face punctuated by an unusually flat nose
that everyone in the family referred to as la fresa (the strawberry).

During my early childhood in Tampico, until the age of six, I lived with
various family members, depending on my parents’ jobs. Both of my parents
came from families complicated by various common-law marriages, adop-
tions (informal), and other life circumstances. It would take a dissertation to
explain the relationships in a single household, let alone those in the 8 to 10

households (depending on how you define ‘‘household’’) in which I lived.
My early life is marked by fluidity among many caring adults; I never experi-
enced boundaries based on the ‘‘nuclear family.’’

Although all of our family members were extremely poor, it was not a
poverty that included deprivation—either in the basic needs of life, such as
food, or in psychological terms, as I always felt loved. Ours was a chaotic
family full of laughter, conversation, and, yes, high tempers. Because we
hailed from a city on the Gulf of Mexico, we were more Caribbean than
northern Mexican in our outlook. Tampico is one of the largest seaports in
the country, endowed with a tropical climate, including extreme heat and
humidity, and beautiful vegetation.

In situating my choice of profession as a social psychologist, I have dedi-
cated myself to understanding why people are normal rather than analyzing
why people are unhappy (as is typically done in clinical practice). I have
always been intrigued by context (in my case, which country I happen to live
in) and how it makes one feel accepted and loved or scrutinized and ex-
cluded. I came to understand very early in life that happiness and well-being
were dependent on context—that dispositional characteristics change de-
pending on the social context. I also came to learn how necessary it was to
be engaged beyond the nuclear family to be a happy and well-functioning
adult. In other words, our collective public good was intimately tied to our
individual happiness.

Why Education? Why Public Service?

As Lorna Dee Cervantes poignantly writes, ‘‘I come from a long line of elo-
quent illiterates whose history reveals what words don’t say’’ (quoted in Sán-

was as well known in Mexico and the rest of Latin America as are U.S. journalists Dan Rather, Ted
Koppel, Mike Wallace, and Larry King.
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42 DOING THE PUBLIC GOOD

chez, 1988, pp. 17, 29). In my case, not one family member on either side
had attended higher education in the United States before me. My father
dropped out of school after third grade, and his mother did not know how
to read or write (he never knew his father). However, my grandmother be-
came a successful businesswoman by selling tacos at the mercado (market-
place) in Tampico, close to the port where ships from all over the world were
docked. In addition, she was a comercianta (merchant) traveling to other
parts of Mexico (mostly San Luis Potosi and Mexico City) to buy linens,
fresh flowers, and other chucherias (knickknacks) for resale. As she became
savvier in business, she even traveled to McAllen, Texas (before we moved
there), to buy U.S. goods, mostly from the ‘‘Five-and-Ten’’ stores. Her
house, which she bought and paid for through these commercial endeavors,
was covered with this merchandise, which the neighbors often came over to
admire (much like the household that Sandra Cisneros describes in her latest
novel, Caramelo [2002]).

My grandmother loved to haggle over prices and asked my uncle—who
was a caterer, florist, party planner (long before such a word existed), and,
yes, openly gay—to keep long lists of all her clients’ accounts. As a child and
young adult, I especially liked dia de los muertos (Day of the Dead) because
my uncle would make coronas (wreaths) out of crepe paper and fake flowers
that we dipped in wax. My grandmother also sold mondongo (otherwise
known as menudo, or ‘‘breakfast of champions,’’ cow tripe soup) every Sun-
day para la cruda (for hangovers). We would set up several tables on the
banqueta (sidewalk) outside her house where all the local borrachitos (little
drunks who lived on the streets) and dockworkers would gather on Sunday
mornings after their parrandas (partying) Saturday night. I was never bored
when I stayed with my grandmother and her three grown children who, for
various reasons, lived with her. Eventually my grandmother added a second
floor onto her modest house for her youngest son (20 years my father’s ju-
nior), who married and had four children of his own), and a third floor for
her middle son (10 years my father’s junior and who lived with his gay lover).
Until her death at 94, my great-grandmother also lived with my grand-
mother. In this vital setting, I learned about flowers, travel, business, rela-
tionships, cooking, and, most of all, about loving those around you and
helping those who come to your door. My grandmother’s house was the hub
of the neighborhood; I cannot remember a single day when the door was
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TRES HERMANAS 43

locked or when people did not stop by for business, conversation, and
camaraderie.

My mother’s father also did not go beyond an elementary school educa-
tion. For a living, he painted houses and specialized in rotulos—elaborate
signs that most commercial establishments required before the advent of
computers. My grandfather’s business was highly dependent on his gift of
gab, as he had to ‘‘sell’’ his skills to prospective clients. One story in particu-
lar was often told within the family. My grandfather wanted to paint an
affluent family’s house. When he showed his paint samples to the potential
client, he was told that one of his competitors was asking only half the price
my grandfather was quoting. With a grand gesture of his hand and in a loud,
booming voice, my grandfather, who never left the house without his fedora,
responded, ‘‘Pero señor, el no le ofrece lo último en pinturas para casas—El
preparacote! ’’ (But sir, he doesn’t offer you the latest in house paints—The
Preparecoat!) He then explained that the Preparacote was de rigueur in house
painting, sealing the paints to give the home brilliance and resistance to the
hurricane winds that raged every year in the Gulf of Mexico. Needless to say,
he got the job. The joke was that my grandfather had invented the word
Preparacote and its capabilities on the spot. After a particularly good business
deal, my grandfather would often offer money, food, and jobs to others;
those around him generally knew him for his generosity, in particular, his
extended family. He was the family member who insisted that my mother
continue her schooling, even after her marriage to my father and her preg-
nancy with me. He paid for her books and uniform so that she could gradu-
ate, and she did so with honors. My mom was the first student ever to attend
Tampico’s nursing school while pregnant—this was back in 1952. Education,
in the broadest sense of the word, was my grandfather’s passion. Every night
we would listen to the radio quiz shows together, learning geographical facts
(‘‘What is the capital of Russia?’’—the announcer would query), great books
in literature (‘‘Who wrote Hamlet?’’ the announcer would continue), and the
latest debates in politics (‘‘Which politician steals the most public money?
Too many to name!’’ the announcer would then quip, followed by a hearty
laugh). I knew about Paris and the world before I left Tampico at the age of
six.

My grandmother on my mother’s side never attended school and never
worked outside the home. She was from la huasteca (an indigenous region)
in Veracruz, the neighboring state to Tamaulipas where Tampico is located.
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44 DOING THE PUBLIC GOOD

She taught me several huasteca words and, from what I gathered many years
later, probably was an indigenous person herself. Unlike my grandfather,
who was güero (extremely light skinned with hazel eyes), my grandmother
was dark skinned with piercing dark brown eyes and a temper to match. She
could cook like no one I have ever met—a person who comes to mind is the
fictitious Nacha in the novel Como Agua Para Chocolate (Like Water for Choc-
olate [Esquivel, 1992]). Days at her house began with a trip to el mercado to
buy everything fresh for lunch, the main meal in Mexico. She never knew
what she was going to prepare until she saw what was available at the open
market, with food often coming in from all parts of the world. After the big
meal at 1:00 in the afternoon, all businesses in Tampico would close down
until 3:00, then reopen until 8:00 in the evening. This was my amá Chen-
cha’s time, which she generously shared with me. Fully clothed, we would
climb into bed and read the two rival newspapers, El Mundo (The World)
and El Sol (The Sun), to get competing views on the news. We also read La
Alarma (a national rag featuring the most gruesome crimes in the country)
as well as a slew of fashion magazines, which my amá Chencha copied to sew
my stylish clothes, and movie magazines with the latest celebrity gossip. I
would read with her, often asking questions and getting the background on
everything I didn’t understand. Around 4:30 we would get up and go down-
town, either to the movies (I saw every Ben Hur movie ever made) or to have
coffee and pan dulce (sweet bread) at a popular restaurant owned by a Chi-
nese family in the middle of the Chinese section of Tampico. El Mundo (The
World) Restaurant was the popular spot for people to enjoy the latest news
by chatting with others, playing dominos, and people watching. If we went
to the movies, my amá Chencha would pack jamón (ham) sandwiches with
pan frances (French rolls) and chiles en vinagre (pickled hot peppers). We
would also take along bottles of Pepsi and eat while we watched two movies
in a row with a very short intermission for a quick restroom break.

This was my childhood—full of vibrancy, stimulation, education, car-
ing, and love. I learned that life is supposed to be exciting and full of connec-
tion with all sorts of people. I was taught by people within and outside my
family that the public sphere is not to be feared, rejected, or neglected. I was
taught that we are citizens of the world and that knowledge is not only found
in books but also in conversation, touch, taste, dialogue, and exploration. I
was shown through example and direct communication that knowledge is to
be respected and shared. I chose my profession because I thought that was
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TRES HERMANAS 45

life. I facilitate the path of others toward education because that is what
many did for me. Ultimately, I learned that the public good is what makes
us human and happy.

Hermana Número Dos: Marı́a Avon3 Hurtado, aka Bonnie,
Bonifacha, Facha,4 Güera,5 Fill in the Blank

As I looked around the auditorium, there was not a dry eye, including my
own. Ya de por si soy bien chillona (I tend to cry easily anyway), and I really
let it all hang out that night. A Spanish-speaking mother was at the podium
describing the transformation of her 21-year-old son during the past year.
For the first time in 10 years, she could sleep peacefully at night, knowing
her son was on the right path. After she sat down, a father stood up and
spoke about his feelings of helplessness in keeping his 17-year-old son out of
trouble. The father knew full well that his son was headed to prison or possi-
ble death by gang violence unless the family moved back to Mexico. These
stories were told during the 2003 Clean Slate Tattoo Removal Graduation
Ceremony in the city of San Jose, California. As the deputy director of the
Parks, Recreation and Neighborhood Services Department, I was prepared
to give a speech that night to thank the graduates for their commitment to
stay in the program, the parents for their support of the graduates, and the
many volunteer doctors who helped with removing the tattoos. By the stan-
dards of most publicly funded parks and recreation departments in this
country, this program was not considered a traditional activity. In fact, the
program was very controversial and faced budget cuts on a yearly basis.
However, community support for the program was unwavering. My experi-
ence defending this program made me appreciate the advice given by several
mentors over the years; they recommended that I seek positions of authority
within government agencies and make decisions that make a difference in

3 I was supposed to be given the middle name Yvonne after a kind French Canadian woman my
mother met in El Norte when our family traveled from Texas to Michigan to pick crops. My mother did
not know how to spell Yvonne, and the only name that came to mind was Avon (yes, as in Avon Products,
which were sold in Mexico). Thus, my birth certificate officially states that my middle name is Avon,
although my nickname ‘‘Bonnie’’ is based on the intended name of Yvonne.

4 My Spanish-speaking relatives and friends found it difficult to relate to the name Bonnie, so my
grandmother translated it to Bonifacia and then to Bonifacha, which is based on alliteration. However,
this latter version seemed quite long for a young child, so the nickname was reduced to Facha.

5 Güera is Spanish for ‘‘fair skinned.’’ As I take after my maternal grandfather, who was also güero with
hazel eyes, I was given yet another nickname.
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46 DOING THE PUBLIC GOOD

the community. The most valuable lesson I learned in the course of my ca-
reer is the importance of mobilizing community support to keep controver-
sial, nontraditional initiatives alive. Pero, está dura la cosa! (But, it is not an
easy task!) Why have I taken on this assignment of serving the public as my
life’s mission? I believe the answer lies in my upbringing.

My Roots

Unlike my older sister, Aı́da, I grew up primarily in McAllen, Texas—a true
Tejana in soul, spirit, and heart. Even today, after living in beautiful North-
ern California for 15 years, de vez en cuando, se me sale (every now and then,
I unconsciously switch to) el Tejano twang: con, el ‘‘really? Apoco?’’ (Really?
You don’t say?). Even my enlightened Californian sense of nutrition, health,
and fitness does not prevent me from indulging at ‘‘Whataburger’’ or the
locally owned ‘‘El Pato’’ or ‘‘Cuevas’’ when I visit el valle (the valley in south
Texas, as the region is known). Beyond the great food, however, what tugs
at my memory the most are the friendly, down-to-earth people of my child-
hood. In spite of the conservative valley politics and poverty-level conditions,
my experiences in the valley have profoundly shaped my career path.

My journey toward a profession on behalf of the public good began, as
it does for most, with my parents and my extended family. Everyone in my
family is extremely hardworking and passionate about life. I vividly remem-
ber my parents’ work ethic. It was not uncommon for me to be awakened at
11:00 p.m., when I heard my father’s car in the driveway, arriving home from
his 18-hour work day. With excitement, I would hop out of bed, make him
a cup of coffee, and sit down at the kitchen table to catch up on our days’
activities. This was my opportunity to have some time alone with him. I felt
the same anticipation when my mother drove up late at night after her dou-
ble shifts at the hospital in Reynosa. My parents’ examples taught me much
about hard work and perseverance.

My family members were not the only ones working hard and commit-
ting to the collective good. Our entire neighborhood consisted of many
hardworking families that took care of each other. Growing up in the valley
in a neighborhood that created community through conversation and social
events, I was exposed to multiple surrogate parents. Many eyes were upon
me, especially because my parents worked evenings. When my older sister
left for graduate school at the University of Michigan and my brother left
after high school graduation to join the Navy, my stand-in family in McAl-
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TRES HERMANAS 47

len became los vecinos (the neighbors), who were very comfortable scolding
me if I got into trouble and telling my parents about my mischievous behav-
ior while they were at work.

El valle is a very conservative region where ‘‘virtue’’ (read virginity) is
considered a prized possession. In fact, my mother was so concerned about
my ‘‘virtue’’ that I was required to marry at 16 because I had stayed out late
with my boyfriend. Once married, I dropped out of high school and worked
full time to support us. The marriage to my homeboy/husband lasted less
than a year. I got back on track and obtained my GED soon after my di-
vorce. This began my pattern of being ‘‘on and off ’’ my journey toward
higher education. Obviously, I did not choose the easiest path to obtain an
education, but it certainly was one that tests individual strength. Surviving
the journey, as bumpy as it was for me, is in itself a testimony to what my
parents taught me: ‘‘Stay in school; it’s the only way to get ahead’’ was the
family message that guided me through my 20s.

Until I was 26, I knew no other world except the valley. All of my values
and attitudes about marriage, education, family, and poverty had been ab-
sorbed from living in this isolated area, situated along the U.S.-Mexican bor-
der and spawning extremely conservative politics, profound poverty, y mucho
corazón (and a lot of heart). I always felt that my roots, including my home-
town, contained both good and bad aspects. I consciously chose not to con-
demn them out of hand, but instead to embrace that which was good and
reject that which was harmful. Of course, the process of deciphering which
was which, as liberating as it was, also entailed many growing pains. Endless
conversations, primarily with my older sister, helped me clarify my path and
identify which aspects of my roots I wanted to retain and which I wanted to
leave behind.

Political Awakenings

In addition to learning through conversations with my older sister, I ob-
served injustices around me that began to make a difference in my thinking.
As I described earlier, my father had an unwavering work ethic. He worked
as a loader packing repollo (cabbage), lechuga (lettuce), and other vegetables
for the Teddy Bertuca Warehouse, a locally owned packing company in Mc-
Allen. In the 18 years my father labored at the plant, under the worst condi-
tions imaginable, he never missed a day of work. I vividly remember the day
my father’s supervisor called the house, annoyed that my father was absent
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48 DOING THE PUBLIC GOOD

from work. Despite my father’s perfect attendance record, the supervisor
never assumed that he might have a good reason for not showing up. The
supervisor did not modify his irritated tone, even after learning that my
father had suffered a fatal heart attack while he was visiting family in Tam-
pico. During his entire tenure at the Teddy Bertuca Company, my father
never received health insurance, retirement, or vacation benefits, and at the
time of his death at age 59, he was paid minimum wage. This was one of
many painful injustices I witnessed, wrongdoings that stoked a fire in my
belly. I was determined to follow a career path that allowed me to work for
people who faced these types of prejudices and lack of caring.

Personal Transformations/Geographical Dislocations

Four years after a second marriage and divorce and the birth of my daughter,
Chanel (aka Chanelita,6 Channel 2,7 Homey,8 fill in the blank), I
moved to California to live with my older sister, Chata. At this point, she
was an assistant professor of psychology at the University of California in
Santa Cruz. My daughter was barely four, and I was terrified to leave the
only ‘‘home’’ I had ever known. I had reached the painful conclusion that I
needed to leave the valley to create a better life for my daughter and myself.
My younger sister, Arcelia, had moved to Berkeley three years earlier to start
her undergraduate degree at the University of California, Berkeley. I was
working as a secretary at Pan American University (the local college next
to McAllen) in Edinburg, Texas. Through the encouragement of my direct
supervisor, history professor Rodolfo Rocha, I had begun taking college
courses part time. Unwittingly, I had earned enough credits and maintained
a high enough grade point average that I was able to transfer from Pan Amer-
ican University to the University of California in Santa Cruz (UCSC).

Culture shock does not begin to describe what I experienced when I

6 Our Spanish-speaking relatives could not easily pronounce the name, Chanel, so they began calling
my daughter Chanelita (the nickname is based on alliteration, but it also means ‘‘little shoe’’), which was
particularly appropriate because Chanel was an unusually small baby.

7 Chanel’s tio Craig started calling her ‘‘Channel 2’’ after the local television news channel because
Chanel, as a five-year-old, loved making the hand sign for that channel.

8 During the early 1990s, there was a TV comedy show called In Living Color, one of the few television
shows written and produced by African American writers. As a five-year-old, Chanel memorized many
of the skits word for word, and her imitation of ‘‘Homey the Clown,’’ whose signature saying was
‘‘Homey, don’t play that!’’ was uncannily accurate.
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arrived at Santa Cruz in 1991. In a UCSC sociology class, we discussed
whether I was Chicana, Latina, Hispanic, Mexican American, and so on.
Coming from the valley, where 98% of the residents are of Mexican descent,
self-identity was a given and hardly ever a question, era mexicana y ya! (I was
simply Mexican). At the time, I honestly could not understand the relevance
of the question. The classes and professors I was exposed to nurtured my
critical thinking skills, resulting in tremendous personal growth. However, I
still felt very much out of place in Santa Cruz. The people were different. I
had never seen White people with dreadlocks, and I could not find a taco
stand anywhere, only tofu, which to this day I do not know what it is made
of. As luck would have it, I discovered Watsonville, a rural agricultural com-
munity 15 miles south of Santa Cruz, where I felt right at home. I identified
with the people’s friendliness and, of course, the smells and tastes of Mexican
food in the city’s many restaurants. At the time I was enrolled in the master’s
program in social work at San Jose State University. I began my integration
into the Watsonville community by volunteering for political campaigns and
nonprofit organizations where I met many community-oriented people. I de-
veloped long-lasting relationships that nurtured me and helped me develop
my commitment to the public good.

My motivation for pursuing a degree in social work was primarily to
help the farm-working community. In this vein, I worked with a research
company in charge of conducting a national farmworker survey for the U.S.
Department of Labor. The purpose of the survey was to assess farm workers’
wages, access to health care, and living conditions. I continued to work in
the nonprofit sector when I became the executive director of Fenix Services,
an alcohol- and drug-counseling agency. I met many courageous people
through this work, not only the people we served in our programs, but the
people who provided the services as well. I learned that people could be lead-
ers regardless of their life circumstances. The common goal was to voice the
needs and concerns of disenfranchised communities. I developed an incredi-
ble sense of responsibility and commitment to join the good fight. My moti-
vation was fueled by the knowledge that if the cosmic gods had sneezed at
the wrong moment, I, too, might have been a recipient of the services I was
administering. I knew that I was one of the rare individuals who had the
opportunity to obtain an education and the privilege to work in their chosen
field.
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The Role of Mentors

Currently I am director of the Parks and Community Services Department
in the city of Tracy, California. When I reflect on my arrival in Santa Cruz,
California, 15 years ago, with my daughter, as a single parent receiving food
stamps and trying to get through college living with my sister in her two-
bedroom apartment, I realize how many transformations I have experienced.
I also acknowledge that I did not arrive where I am today without the help
and support of many. Special people have guided me along the way, begin-
ning with my older sister, who has provided consistent, pragmatic advice and
guidance, keeping me focused during the times when I wandered ‘‘off track.’’

Other mentors surfaced outside of the family. Individuals like Dania
Torres Wong, who worked with California Rural Legal Assistance and was
one of the founders of Poder Latino (Latino Power), a volunteer group that
sought to identify and mentor Latinos and Latinas for political office and
employment in the public sector. Dania is currently personnel officer for the
County of Santa Cruz, where she continues to recruit people who are com-
mitted to helping the community. Her quiet dedication, nonjudgmental de-
meanor, and unwavering loyalty provided a role model that resonated with
me. She was the kind of person I wanted to become.

Another mentor and friend, Celia Organista, is one of the fieriest 60-
year-olds I’ve ever met. She went as far as high school, did not start working
outside the home until she was in her 40s, and had raised her family. Celia
is a longtime resident of Watsonville, where she lives with her husband of 40

years in a mobile home on the land of a farm grower, her husband’s em-
ployer. Celia is director of Women’s Crisis Support (a nonprofit organization
helping women who suffer domestic violence) and is one of the most influ-
ential political leaders in Santa Cruz County and beyond. She has no qualms
about stomping up the steps of city hall or contacting politicians when her
organization’s needs are ignored. Celia has been in my life consistently since
my move to California. Her personal commitment to making a difference in
her community through politics, work, and relentless advocacy paved the
way for other Latinos to run for City Council in Watsonville and influence
policy changes that positively affect and serve women who experience do-
mestic violence. Role models such as these are invaluable. They helped me
define my path through their examples of engaging in the public good.
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Reflections and Conclusions

In reviewing my life in this essay, I pinpoint the influences that allowed me
to find the work that nurtures me as it nurtures others. I have concluded
that the values of hard work and perseverance fortified me through the good,
the bad, and the ugly, como quien dice (as one would say). These values,
which I consider the pillars of my survival, were difficult to instill in my own
daughter, Chanel. In seeing her grow up, I realized that it is not through
conversation or experience alone that a young person internalizes values.
These values have to become so natural to one’s being that doing a good job
and persevering in the face of adversity just ‘‘is.’’ For me, it was the combina-
tion of what I learned at home, the experiences I had outside the home, the
exposure to formal education, and the significant mentors who ultimately
launched me into a career that has made seeking the public good second
nature to me.

Hermanita Número Tres (Little Sister Number Three):
Arcelia Leticia,9 aka Arcy, Arcy Farcy, Arce,10 La Mano (The
Hand),11 Chelita,12 Fill in the Blank.

More than anything else, parenthood has clarified for me why I pursued (and
sometimes endured) higher education, and why I use my degrees for the
public good. This past year I have played parent to my older sister’s teenage
daughter and have also become a parent to a son born just three weeks ago.

9 My middle name, Leticia, was given to me by my sister, Bonnie, who was seven when I was born in
the Mexican border town of Reynosa, Tamaulipas, across from McAllen. My mother had me by cesarean
and was unable to leave the car when my father filled out the forms for my birth certificate at the govern-
ment registry in Reynosa. Bonnie accompanied my father, and when the registrar asked for a middle
name, Bonnie jumped up and shouted her favorite name, ‘‘Leticia!’’ My father simply agreed; my mother
was shocked when she read the birth certificate years later because she had no idea where the name Leticia
had come from.

10 The first point of departure for renaming all of us (as I’m sure is the case in other Spanish-speaking
families) is alliteration. If it sounds funny, beautiful, melodic, your name is changed appropriately—that
is the origin of Arcy Farcy. My sister Chata was in high school when I was born. She was reading Chaucer
when she discovered that arse meant ass, so she thought it would be funny to call me Arce.

11 Our family was so eccentric that we jokingly referred to ourselves as the mexicano version of The
Addams Family, the popular television show in the 1970s. The Addams family’s living room was equipped
with a box that contained a hand that popped out to answer the phone, dust, and do other chores. I was
the youngest in my family, and as such, whenever anyone in my family wanted something, they would
send me to get it—thus the moniker, ‘‘La Mano.’’

12 My father gave me this name when I was a newborn. Chelita is diminutive for Arcelia.
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In attempting to guide my niece, I was forced to articulate for another
(alarmingly suggestible) human being, my purpose in life. Uy cucuy! (Scary!)
The conversation went like this:

Me: So, have you thought about what you want to do with your
life?

My niece: I don’t know . . .
Me: (maybe a tad impatiently, OK . . . a lot impatiently) What

do you mean, you don’t know! Well, don’t you want to help
people? Do things for others? Or do you just want to eat,
sleep, and perform bodily functions? (I might have used dif-
ferent terminology.)

(nb: This is normally an effective method of questioning, which I
learned in law school, because it forces the person being cross-examined
to give the only answer any decent human being could possibly give
under the circumstances.)

My niece: Yes, of course I do! (You see? Mission accomplished!)

After this highly useless conversation, I realized the futility of ordering
someone to have a purpose in life. To be effective, individuals have to em-
brace their purpose so that it becomes part of their core being. My main
concern in deciding to become a parent was not how I would pay for my
son’s education (not to mention his diapers), but how I would infuse my son
with the same purpose that I was given by my family and mentors. What if
I failed in giving him a purpose? I would fail myself, my family, but, most
important, my community.

Naming and Hoping

After much deliberation, I named my son Joaquin after the epic poem, ‘‘I
Am Joaquin,’’ by Rodolfo ‘‘Corky’’ Gonzales (1969), which became the an-
them for the Chicano civil rights movement of the 1960s. The beautiful
poem reads:

I am Joaquin.
I must fight

And win this struggle
for my sons, and they
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must know from me
Who I am. . . .

The part of blood that is mine
has labored endlessly five-hundred
years under the heel of lustful

Europeans
I am still here!

I have endured in the rugged mountains
of our country

I have survived the toils and slavery
of the fields.

I have existed
in the barrios of the city,
in the suburbs of bigotry,
in the mines of social snobbery,
in the prisons of dejection,
in the muck of exploitation
and
in the fierce heat of racial hatred.

And now the trumpet sounds,
The music of the people stirs the

Revolution,
Like a sleeping giant it slowly
rears its head
to the sound of

Tramping feet
Clamoring voices

Mariachi strains
Fiery tequila explosions

The smell of chile verde and
Soft brown eyes of expectation for a

better life.
And in all the fertile farm lands,

the barren plains,
the mountain villages,
smoke smeared cities

We start to MOVE.
La Raza!
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Mejicano!
Español!

Latino!
Hispano!

Chicano!
or whatever I call myself,

I look the same
I feel the same
I cry

and
Sing the same

I am the masses of my people and
I refuse to be absorbed.

I am Joaquin
The odds are great
but my spirit is strong

My faith unbreakable
My blood is pure

I am Aztec Prince and Christian Christ
I SHALL ENDURE!
I WILL ENDURE!

I thought my son’s name would be a constant reminder (if not a hammer
beating him over the head) of his roots and his purpose in life: to care about
the common good as much as he cares about his own. I hope that when he
is old enough to read the poem he will feel the same sense of pride that my
father taught me to have as a mexicana in a country that does not honor its
immigrant heritage.

My son’s middle name is Guadalupe, after my father, the person who
was the single most positive force in my life, only to be replaced by my oldest
sister after he passed away when I was in high school. My father was not
formally educated, but he taught me everything I know about humane values
and caring for other people. He always told me to be proud of myself and
showed me through example. Learning to read and write in Spanish, our
national language, was one way to keep me proud of my heritage. I remem-
ber spending Sundays with my father (his only day off from his grueling
farmwork), driving across the border to Reynosa, Mexico, where we would
buy dozens of comic books (for me), newspapers, and even La Alarma, a
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National Inquirer-type rag (which apparently is a family tradition, since my
oldest sister read them with my grandmother, too, as a child). We then pro-
ceeded to the plaza to buy a licuado de platano (banana milkshake) and sit
on a bench to enjoy the sun as people strolled by. Afterward we would head
back to our home on the other side of the border. At home, we parked our-
selves in the living room—my father on the couch, me at his feet on the
floor—to read the rest of the day and watch whatever soccer game happened
to be on television. Our Sunday ritual never varied. By the time I was six
years old and started kindergarten in McAllen, Texas, I had become a fluent
reader and was so verbally articulate (in Spanish, of course) that my lovely
siblings took to tape-recording me in conversation so they could laugh at me
later. They also nicknamed me la enana (midget), more out of disrespect for
me than anything else, because I was small in stature but tall in verbal skills.

Disruptions and Growth

My protected home environment of love and comfort was disrupted when I
entered kindergarten before bilingual education was available in the public
schools. My language skills in Spanish did not buffer me from the shock I
suffered when I entered the classroom. I could not understand a single word
anyone was saying, an extremely traumatizing experience that I can still re-
member in detail to this day. Fortunately, I quickly learned English and ex-
celled academically throughout middle and high school. My parents’
constant encouragement expressed in countless ways ensured my survival in
school. I overcame many educational obstacles and ended up at the Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley, as an undergraduate majoring in political science
and Chicano studies.

My professors at Berkeley became my surrogate parents; they gave birth
to me intellectually and politically. My professors taught me that family is
not about blood, but about a common commitment to the same values, in
our case, about making our community a priority in our lives and our work.
Among the professors who influenced me was Dr. Julia Curry Rodriguez;
she showed me that I indeed belonged at UC Berkeley and that I had the
ability to succeed. Dr. Larry Trujillo taught me that school is not just about
memorizing facts, regurgitating them within the confines of a blue book, and
earning good grades, content in the knowledge that I would one day make a
good living. Rather, Dr. Trujillo encouraged his students to use their intel-
lectual capacities for the public good. Largely through his encouragement, I
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designed a program with my fellow undergraduate classmates to teach En-
glish as a second language to Spanish-speaking Latino inmates at San Quen-
tin State Prison. I am proud to report that the program is still running at
UC Berkeley after 17 years. We religiously (in the truest sense of the word)
rented a van and drove 50 miles to San Quentin every week so that we could
visit and instruct Latino inmates, many of whom did not speak a word of
English. Many of these inmates had been sentenced to prison for an unrea-
sonable number of years for mostly nonviolent, drug-related crimes. Rather
than hardened criminals, they were mostly young people in need of medical
attention for drug addiction. In many instances, they had not encountered
anyone in the criminal justice system, including their attorneys, who spoke
their language (literally or figuratively) and could advocate effectively for
them. Through these visits to prison, I came to see the inmates as part of my
community.

Aligning oneself with inmates is not inconsequential in this society,
which does not believe in the redemption of individuals who commit crimes
and are incarcerated. The person who taught me to be proud of serving this
most marginalized segment of the country’s society was my surrogate father,
Dr. Craig Haney, my oldest sister’s husband. Craig continued my moral and
social education after my father died. Uncannily, Craig stood for many of
the same things that my father stood for: compassion, courage, loyalty, and
an uncompromising work ethic. Watching Craig represent people on death
row in a caring and committed way inspired me to emulate his dedication.
Armed with the values I saw and admired in Craig, I had no choice but to
study law and become a public defender.

The Injustice of the Justice System

Law school, as well as the legal profession, was not designed for people like
me. The apparent rationality of the law disguises the raw power it has to act
in purely punitive ways on those who have the least amount of power—the
poor, the uneducated, and people of color. Anyone who challenges the allo-
cation of the law’s irrationality is not welcome in the legal profession. I sur-
vive as a public defender by reminding myself of my roots and my purpose
in life. Because of who I am and how I was raised, I cannot practice law in
mainstream ways. In the most basic meaning of public defender, I defend
the public. I talk to people who have been condemned to death by the state
and present their stories in ways that I hope will make decision makers see a
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bit of themselves in the inmates’ life trajectories. My current work is an ex-
tension of what I did when I taught English at San Quentin; I try to see the
humanity and individual in all inmates. They are part of my community,
not separate from where I come from. Granted, it is not an easy task. My
profession does not value the work I do, nor does mainstream society. But I
know that my family is behind me. They understand that I have no other
choice (especially if I want to have a chair at the family dinner table!). I work
for the public good because I must. There is nothing I would rather do; I
owe it to my family, my community, myself, but, most importantly, my cli-
ents. I work for the public good because of all these interlocking forces, in
the knowledge that I have a debt to be repaid that is so large and that is owed
to so many people that the only way that I can repay it is by living and
breathing work that benefits the public good. Equally important, I have a
commitment to teaching my child to do the same.

My deepest wish is that one day, when my son is old enough to under-
stand, he, too, will find inspiration in the same poem that made my skin
ripple with pride as a first-year student, wide-eyed and curious, at UC Berke-
ley. There I sat because my older sister forced me to, my father would have
wanted me to, and my mother bravely allowed me to. Chicano studies pro-
fessors at that institution taught me about myself, my history and commu-
nity, and what my purpose in life should be: to give back to my community
everything I had been fortunate enough to receive. ‘‘The more you know,
the more you owe’’: this message was communicated loudly and clearly. It is
a message I try to honor every day and one that I hope to pass on to those
around me.

Conclusion

Each sister’s narrative begins with a list of names given to us by our families
and extended communities. As illustrated in the rest of the chapters in this
book, bestowing nicknames is not an uncommon practice within Mexicano/
Latino communities. Naming and renaming one another illustrates the flu-
idity of familial relationships and the weaving in and out of different identi-
ties, depending on who is doing the ‘‘naming.’’ All three of us have multiple
monikers that call up different relationships and experiences that have made
us who we are. For example, no one in the family or extended family uses
‘‘Aı́da,’’ because it suggests a formality and distance that seem awkward and
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inappropriate. On the other hand, should someone not close with Aı́da ad-
dress her as ‘‘Chata,’’ that would be regarded as highly insulting. Likewise,
only a few people call Arcelia ‘‘Chelita,’’ because it was our father, who
passed away when she was 16, who gave her that term of endearment.

We believe that our multiple names gave us the ability to know various
aspects of ourselves, which, in turn, facilitated the recognition of multiple
strengths. In our youth, we were not one-dimensional people with fixed dis-
positions and limited talents, but complex human beings who existed in rela-
tion to significant others in our environment. Each name, nickname,
moniker calls forth different facets of ourselves and, with it, the memory of
oneself as having multiple talents and as belonging to different communities.

We have taken this knowledge of self into our respective professions.
When we need the strength to continue our struggles, we draw from each
other, by simply making a call, sending an e-mail, and, most recently, post-
ing a text message: ‘‘Hey, Bonns, want to have dinner on Sunday? Call Arce
the Farce and see if she can make it.’’ No matter how difficult our day has
been, we are pulled back to our roots, our community, our sense of mission,
and our purpose. From this, we gather ourselves to continue the good fight
for the public good.
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